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Visitor 2009
A Conversation 
with Dan Walsh
Dan Walsh has been devoted to abstract painting since 
he arrived in New York in the early 1980s. Naturally his 
work has evolved over the past three decades, but he 
has remained consistently attached to Minimalism’s 
basic language of geom etry and grids. I have followed  
W alsh’s work since the late 1990s, when I saw an 
exhibition of large canvases at the Paula Cooper Gallery 
in New York. I was struck by their directness and quirky 
sense of play, achieved with a simple vocabulary of 
line, shape, and color. The paintings of the past decade  
retain these characteristics but add to them increas­
ingly lush color and more complex pattern. Rather than 
creating hard-edge forms, Walsh draws lines by hand 
and applies paint w ith soft brushes, eliciting luminous 
inflections of light and tonality. Repeated simple 
strokes form layered configurations of punctuated lines,
< Signal 2012
Vista 2009 (complete)
cross-hatched grids, concentric squares, and collapsed  
diamonds. W hile patterns repeat, unanticipated  
irregularities, such as forms hovering at the bottom  
of the field, convey a personal dim ension. The balance 
shifts back and forth between intuition and control.
On occasion, Walsh has used tape to  define the 
gallery space in which his own work and sometimes 
that of other artists is shown, thus serving as installa­
tion designer and curator as well as artist. In our Lower 
Farago Gallery, Walsh has applied thin black tape to  
the wall and installed his earliest painting in the show 
above it. According to  the artist, “This architectural 
notation defines the space, but also proposes a 
model or fiction .” In addition to paintings, the show 
features several lim ited edition books, designed  
by the artist, where he experim ents w ith sequential 
shifts in color, shape, and form and a variety of print 
techniques. The overall effect is always logical but 
never too logical.
—Judith Tannenbaum, Richard Brown Baker Curator 
of Contem porary Art
JT: W hile you've been working on paintings for this 
exhibition at the RISD Museum, you've just opened a 
show of new paintings at Paula Cooper Gallery. How  
has your work changed over the past tw o years, since 
your last New York solo show? How has it changed over 
the past ten or tw enty years?
DW: There are cycles in eve ryone ’s s tud io  practice: 
som e years you try  to  find  a new fo rm  or fo rm a t and 
som e years you are research ing ways to  use th a t new ­
found  fo rm . The w ork  in the  cu rren t New York show is 
deve lop ing w hat I laid ou t in my last New York s h o w -  
a m ore process-o rien ted pa in ting . Ten years ago I 
was em brac ing co lo r again a fte r a long break from  it. 
Tw enty years ago I was co m m itte d  to  a m odel o f pa in ting  
in fo rm ed by the  la te -’80s con tex t o f a rtis ts  like Peter 
Halley, w ho used abs trac t pa in ting  as a m odel tow a rd  
a m ore social agenda.
I suppose I am like m ost a r t is ts – a fte r flesh ing ou t 
the  in te resting  variations, you m ove on. I jus t seem to  go 
th rou gh  these cycles m ore qu ick ly  than m ost ab s tra c t
painters. I always seem to  be c h a n g in g -m a y b e  i t ’s a 
way o f fee ling alive.
JT: How has your work stayed the same?
DW: Twenty years ago I w ou ld  have draw n a basic 
rectang le  on a w h ite  fie ld  hang ing from  a line o r on a 
p l in th – w a iting  to  be seen. Ten years ago I m ig h t have 
had a display o f squares o f co lo r in a s im ple g rid  or 
shelving s tru c tu re – asking to  be in te rac ted  w ith . Today,
I am m ore like ly to  speak abou t m anda las– an in te ractive  
experience tha t is op tica l and psycho log ica l. In o ther 
words, my w o rk  has always been de pe nd en t on the 
viewer. My investm ent in M inim alism , basic geom etries, 
the  grid , and the a llover is also consis ten t. But I d o n ’t see 
these form s in the typ ica l canon ica l way. I p ropose tha t 
when looking at such neutral, e lem enta l, spec ific  form s, 
we b ring  our own psycho logy to  bear on the  experience.
JT: Can you talk about your painting process? I was 
somewhat surprised to discover that your w ork is
not as systematic as one might initially think.
DW: W here in the 1990s I was concerned w ith  a h is to rica l 
p rob lem  in abstraction , now it seems my pa in tings are 
ge ne ra ting  the ir own problem s. Each pa in ting  s ta rts  
from  the  last one. I change my m ind ab ou t w ha t to  pa in t 
and the  co lo rs  to  use from  the beg inn ing  to  the end 
o f the  pa in ting . But overall, in the  past five  years I have 
been “ m ark ing tim e ” w ith  e lem enta l bu ild ing  blocks, 
laying dow n brushstrokes and do ts th a t occupy the  fie ld, 
the  plane. The w e igh t o f the  brushstrokes in the  overall 
space o f the  pa in ting  is a concern o f mine, and th is  so rt 
o f th in g  is inhe rently  in tu itive . But w hat is no t in tu itive  
is tha t I pa in t in passes– m uch like a p r in te r– not in a call 
and response like an A b s tra c t Expressionist.
JT: W hat are your thoughts about the current state  
of p a in tin g -a b s tra c t or otherwise? Is it a good tim e  
to  be a painter?
DW: In a sense i t ’s a g rea t tim e to  be a p a in te r–
eve ry th ing  is possible; no th ing  is irre levant. But tha t 
is also the  prob lem  w ith  pa in ting : the re  is no com m on 
con text. A r t needs a con text, a preva iling  m ovem ent 
or be lie f to  re ject o r react to  in o rd e r to  make a dense 
experience. Recently I walked ou t o f an exh ib ition  by a 
young, ta len ted , and popu la r a rtis t and said, “ Relates to 
eve ry th ing , com m its  to  no th ing .” This new genera tion  
has no need in te lle c tua lly  to  deve lop  o r de fine  th e m ­
selves, and the re fo re  are m ore likely to  re fle c t cu ltu re  
than c ritiq ue  it. In th is regard, I am glad to  be fif ty -o n e  
years o ld – my own h is to ry  can be my con text. I feel 
like a foo l hanging on to  the  end o f a g e ne ra tion ’s be lie f 
s truc tu re , bu t I have to!
JT: Is it d ifferent being an abstract painter now versus 
when you came to New York in the early 1980s?
DW: Defin ite ly. Aga in i t ’s the con text. Think o f all the 
th e o ry  tha t was being w ritte n  and read then. Everyone 
was ta lk ing  abou t postm odern ism . You cou ld  be fo r 
or against tha t, bu t it gave a certa in  s truc tu re  to  the
dia logue. More im portan tly , w hatever anyone c ritiq u e d  
or m isread, the  sub ject had to  be deve loped before it was 
d ism an tled  o r decons truc ted . T h a t’s w hat is so d iffe re n t 
to d a y - ta lk  abou t free -flo a tin g  signifie rs!
JT: How do you deal with all the w eight or baggage  
of art history? Is it possible to create work that seems 
new and distinctive today?
DW: Help! Yes, th a t ’s exactly  w hat I am so con flic te d  
abou t. A ltho ug h  de term in ing , I always saw a rt h is to ry  as 
a friend , a he lp fu l backdrop on wh ich to  a rticu la te  one’s 
ideas. I like be ing a h istorian, and I believe th a t com ing 
to  te rm s w ith  one ’s own h is to ry  is a necessary step in the 
jo u rn ey  to  being a good  artis t.
As fo r  new and d is tinc tive  work, I d o n ’t fee l th is  is an 
issue fo r me, and I assume it isn’t fo r m any a b s tra c t 
pa in ters. I w ou ld  ra ther be in the m idd le  o f h is to ry  than 
try  to  find  the  new Zeitgeist. It seems like the  present 
con tex t is always sw a llow ing you up. A new fo rm  deve l­
oped  one year is in a TV com m ercia l the  next. W h a t’s
m eaningfu l to  me is w ha t is new fo r m e – fo r my story.
I’m try in g  to  make a pa in ting  tha t can on ly  be seen in 
the present tense bu t tha t is still h is to rica lly  de term ined.
I know  this sounds absurd, bu t it has g o tte n  me in to  
som e in te resting  places.
JT: You have referred to your work as “perceptual.” 
W hat do you mean by that?
DW: W hen I th ink  o f perceptual, I th ink  o f R obert Irw in, 
phenom enology, s im p ly the  act o f experiencing . Should I 
say “ re tin a l” ? I am try in g  to  isolate and cu ltiva te  active 
looking. My one-line s ta tem ent ab ou t my w ork  is: “ W here 
the  retinal m eets the  sym bo lic .”
JT: You’ve also alluded to the issue of “ responsibility” 
in your work. W ere you referring to  your responsibility 
as an artist or as a human being?
DW: Many years ago, I be lieved tha t ab s tra c t pa in ting  
was so inhe rently  idea lis tic  tha t be ing responsib le  just
m eant sharing the  lang uag e– m aking my d ia logue 
available to  the  public. Later, I asked: “ W hat is the 
use value o f my pa in ting? ” It now seems so re la tive – 
especia lly  in pa in ting: Should one be responsib le 
in a h is to r ic a l/ in s titu tio n a l sense, the re fo re  be ing very 
clear, bu t perhaps d idactic?  Or, should we go in the 
op pos ite  d irec tio n  and move tow ard  the  “ unknow n,” 
away from  the ove r-de te rm in ing  “ know n” o f h istory? 
Again, th is is a sub jective  decision.
W hen I th ink  o f responsib ility , I th ink  o f the  maxim  
“ Know thyse lf.” That said, I try  to  expose a personal 
sens ib ility  to  the  m ost com p lex s itu a tio n s– scientific , 
h is to rica l, critica l, fo rm al, and so on. This process should 
take a life tim e, and the resu lt w ou ld  be an awareness 
o f one ’s self in th is place in tim e. This is rom antic , bu t I 
see a responsib le  person as som eone w ho has d igested 
and em bod ied  the ir ideas, and th is  w ould especia lly be 
the  case fo r a painter. One always th inks o f Philip Guston.
JT: You’ve been making books for a number of years, 
more so recently. W hat led you to book-making?
DW: The o rig ina l idea fo r the  books was to  b e tte r 
ca ta logue  my w ork. In 1998 I had a show in C o logne w ith  
an accom panying cata logue . A t th a t tim e, my pa in tings 
were black lines or ye llow  lines on w h ite  grounds. W ith  
the  pho tog rap hy  against the  b rig h t w h ite  paper s tock 
o f the book, my w h ite  looked o ff-w h ite . W e ended 
up b leed ing the w hole image, wall and flo o r inc luded , 
to  the border. It looked okay, bu t the  fru s tra tio n  led me 
to  th ink  o f a new way to  rep roduce  my w ork: by m aking 
m in ia tures o f my pa in tings in a hand-m ade book on 
o ff-w h ite  co ld-p ressed p a p e r– no t unlike the  old  g lued 
“ tip -in s .” I also designed a va rie ty  o f d iscree t a rch ite c ­
tu ra l m otifs  to  locate the  pa in tings in the se tting . These 
rep roduc tions  to  me becam e m ore real than typ ica l 
ph o tog rap hy  in a cata logue.
My books have evolved since tha t f irs t one. Now  my 
book-m aking  usually runs concu rren t w ith  my pa in ting  
id e a s - th e y  feed each other. Like a d ip tych , i t ’s m ore 
ab ou t com paring  than cata logu ing . A p rob lem  solved 
in a book  m igh t make it in to  a pa in ting . On the o th e r 
hand, the  books are an o u tle t fo r m y ideas th a t m aybe
d o n ’t be long in my pa in tings, d igressions th a t m ig h t no t 
m ake an in te resting  image, bu t tha t have m erit seen 
th ro u g h  tim e, in succession. O f course, be ing a m in im a lis t 
ab s tra c t painter, I use progressions, sequencing, and 
varia tions to  s tru c tu re  a book.
For me the big d iffe rence  betw een pa in ting  and 
books is th e ir pub lic  versus priva te  states, respective ly. 
The in tim acy  and concen tra tion  one can o rches tra te  in a 
book  is unique. I also like the  p rob lem -so lv ing  aspect to  
m aking a book: paper choices, sew ing, covers, p rin tin g  
techniques, reg is tra tion , and so on. I love these problem s, 
these puzzles. P a in ting ’s prob lem s on the  o th e r hand 
are not so clear now.
JT: Do you collaborate with printers or bookbinders  
on the books?
DW: Yes. Joe W atanabe, a p rin te r now w ith  Pace Prints, 
has been a big in fluence on me. But I p re fe r to  do 
e ve ry th in g  in-house to  keep the costs down, and reg a rd ­
less I am hands-on. I am not an a rtis t w ho sends the
draw ing o ff to  a shop and says, “ Make a p rin t o f th is !” I 
am involved in every step. The D ip tych  book  was carved 
in my stud io , bu t p rin ted  outside . I know  my lim ita tions!
I have a bo okb ind e r w ho helps me w ith  a big ed ition , 
bu t norm ally  they are sewn in my stud io . I need my 
books to  lay very  fla t, em phasiz ing the  tw o -p a g e  spread, 
so I need to  break the  rules as b o okb ind in g  goes.
JT: Recently you showed me a mockup of a book in 
progress called Time Trials, which is a sort of w alk­
through of an exhibition you created in Amsterdam  
last fall. The exhibition included a num ber of three- 
dimensional objects, which seem very d ifferent from  
your large abstract paintings. W hat is the connection  
between these objects and your paintings?
DW: I am still w ondering  myself. The connection  has 
som eth ing to  do w ith  the viewer, w hat he o r she brings 
to  an experience. My pa in tings, in theory, are vehicles 
o r form s in wh ich a v ie w e r’s psycho logy is activa ted, 
whereas the  s truc tu res  and fram es th a t I o ffe r people
to look th rou gh  in Time Trials are try in g  to  coax a sta te  o f 
m ind in wh ich to  v iew  an ob ject. There is a lo t o f m idd le 
gray area th a t I am stepp ing  over here, bu t Time Trials is 
supposed to  be fun and confusing.
JT: Do you think you will pursue these experim ents with  
object-m aking in the future?
DW: I w ill de fin ite ly  con tinue these experim ents. They 
are like the  books in tha t I can do research and realize 
som e th o u g h t w h ile  keeping the  pa in ting  as a m ore pure 
pursu it. In o th e r words, I w anted a m ore d iscursive a rt 
experience, bu t no t in my pa in ting  p ra c tice —at least no t 
r ig h t now.
JT: I was aware of several exhibitions for which you 
applied simple lines of black tape to the walls to define  
the gallery space, and asked if you’d consider doing 
that here. Can you talk about how you first came to  
use tape that way and how you will be using it at the 
RISD Museum?
DW: My pa in tings in the  early and m id -’90s were vehicles 
fo r d isp lay ing form s, ideas, and no ta tions in racks, 
grids, and in terfaces. They were use r-friend ly  s truc tu res 
em phasiz ing o rien ta tion . It wasn’t a big ju m p  to  take 
these lines from  a canvas and pu t them  on a wall. It was 
a recogn izab le  extension o f my pa in ting . The firs t tim e 
I tr ie d  this was at a small experim enta l space in New York 
run by Petra B ungert. The ins ta lla tion  was ca lled Vista.
I ju s t tried  tape instead o f pa in t and the re  was a certa in  
c la r ity  to  the  tape  th a t the pa in t d id n ’t have.
W hat I saw had a huge im p act on me, and from  tha t 
p o in t on I have been do ing insta lla tion  or s ite -spec ific  
work. The lines a llow  me to  locate in fo rm a tio n  and at the 
same tim e categorize  it. They bring an in tim acy  to  the 
ga lleries; they make a large space in to a m odel or, dare I 
say, a m ore fic tion a l space. A t RISD, I am th in k in g  abou t 
m icro  and m a c ro -h o w  a g rid  or line in my pa in ting  could 
be an overarch ing s truc tu re  fo r the  whole show.
JT: You’ve also been involved with several shows for 
which you’ve determ ined the placem ent of o ther artists’
w o rk -in c lu d in g  Roy Lichtenstein. W hat is it like being 
part curator, part exhibition designer?
DW: One cou ld  argue th a t m y pa in tings are an exercise 
in o rgan iz ing  in fo rm ation , images, and history, so why 
not o th e r p e op le ’s art? On the  one hand, you w ant to  
show the  best o f ano the r a rtis t, so the  cu ra to r should be 
behind the  scenes. On the  other, my ins tinc t is to  create 
a b igge r w ho le  ou t o f the  p a r ts – to  o rchestra te  a new 
Dan Walsh. Know ing th is  ab ou t myself, I’ve even gone so 
fa r as to  cura te  an exh ib ition  where I to ld  all the a rtis ts  
w hat to  make fo r the show. I have an in s tinc t to  make a 
new fo rm – even in c u ra tin g – so hang ing the L ichtenste in 
show was m ore of a challenge.
JT: You’ve exhibited your work quite a lot in Europe– 
France, Germany, the Netherlands, etc. Is your work 
received d ifferently in Europe than in the U.S.?
DW: Yes, even though  the  In te rne t is closing the gap on 
the in te rp re ta tion  o f my work, I feel the Europeans see, or
should I say saw, my w o rk  as a c ritiq u e  o f serious  ab s tra c t 
pa in ting : funny, absurd, bu t critica l. In the  U.S., on the  
o th e r hand, I was seen m ore as having fun w ith  pa in ting : 
“ a fu n ky  m in im alism ,” a c r it ic  w ro te . In general, A m e ri­
cans find  m ore id iosyncrasies and a sense o f hum or in my 
w ork. A ltho ug h  I have gone o u t o f my way to  make my 
pa in tings  clear, peop le still see w hat they w ant to  see.
This in terview  was conducted by e-mail in March and A p ril 2012.
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Works in the Exhibition
All works courtesy of the artist and Paula Cooper Gallery, 
New York, unless otherwise indicated. In dimensions, 
height precedes width.
PAINTINGS
Delivery 2003
Acrylic on canvas, 55 × 85 in.
Visitor 20 09
Acrylic on canvas, 55 × 55 in.
Grotto 2010
Acrylic on canvas, 55 × 55 in.
Prompt 2010
Acrylic on canvas, 55 × 90 in.
Stockade 2010 
Acrylic on canvas, 55 × 55 in.
Table 2010
Acrylic on canvas, 55 × 55 in. 
Stall 2011
Acrylic on canvas, 4 0  × 40 in. 
Titze Collection
Signal 2012
Acrylic on canvas, diptych: 
70x70 in. ea., 70 × 140 in. overall
BOOKS
1/2 Round 2008
Airbrush on paper, 9½ × 12⅜  in.
(closed), edition of 12
Vista 2009
Woodcut on paper, 11¾ × 12¾  in. 
(closed), edition of 30
Diptych 2010
Woodcut on paper, 15¼ × 15¼ in. 
(closed), edition of 30
Diptych 2010 (cover + two spreads)
About the Artist Dan Walsh is a painter, printmaker, and bookm aker based in 
New York City. Born in 1960 in Philadelphia, he received his 
BFA from  the University o f the A rts  (fo rm erly  Philadelphia 
College o f A rt), Philadelphia, and his MFA from  Hunter College, 
C ity University o f New York.
W alsh’s work has been exh ib ited in venues th rou gh ou t the 
United States and Europe, includ ing The Museum o f Modern 
A rt and The New Museum, New York; the Centre National d ’A rt 
Contem porain, Nice; La Synagogue de Delme, France; CCNOA 
(A rt + A rch itecture), Brussels; and the Kunstverein M edienturm,
Graz. His prints and lim ited -ed ition  books were the sub ject o f a 
one-person exh ib ition  at the Cabinet des Estampes du Musée 
d ’A rt et d ’Histoire, in Geneva, Switzerland (2002). He was included 
in the  Ljubljana Biennial, Slovenia, and the Lyon Biennial o f 
C ontem porary A rt, France. W alsh’s w ork  is in many distinguished 
collections, includ ing; Fonds National d ’A rt Contem porain, Paris; 
The Museum o f Modern Art, New York; W adsw orth Atheneum , 
Hartford, CT; Jum ex Collection, Mexico City; M aram otti Collection, 
Reggio Emilia, Italy; New York Public Library, New York; Cabinet 
des Estampes, Geneva; Saatchi Collection, London; V ic toria  & 
A lbe rt Museum, London; Yale University Library, New Haven, CT.
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